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Abstract
Given the recent discussion of leadership, specifically in Public Administration, this brief overview compares ideas 

proposed by Stephen R. Covey in his 1989 book entitled, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People to current literature of 
leadership theory.  A current perspective on these habits is the focus.  No evidence is found in contrast to Covey’s suggested 
habits as compared to ethical leadership theory, authentic leadership theory, transformational leadership theory, servant 
leadership theory, and leader-member exchange theory, and it remains a recommended reference for effective leadership.
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Introduction
The path of effective leadership is filled with theories and studies 

regarding different types of leaders, different characteristics of leaders, 
and subsequent traits associated with effective leaders.  Some argue 
there are a set of characteristics and traits that are universally acceptable 
[1]. Kirkpatrick and Locke [2] suggest leaders are inherently a different 
breed, and the traits they exhibit are universally applicable to all 
types of environments.   Contrary to this thought, Tannenbaum and 
Schmidt [3] suggest there is not a ‘one size fits all’ solution; rather, 
effective leadership characteristics are dependent on the situation, 
environment, and life cycle of the business or organization.  Goleman 
[4] also suggests an effective leader will adapt traits or characteristics of 
leadership to the context within which he or she operates.  Podsakoff [5] 
even found leaders or supervisors are perceived as possessing different 
characteristics by different employees.  All of this suggests the literary 
research has not found one best solution to defining an effective leader.

It is generally accepted that leaders (whether effective or ineffective) 
influence followers affecting their lives either negatively or positively 
[6].  Leaders inherently have more power, which gives them more 
influence [7].  This added influence over followers carries a greater 
responsibility of the impact on followers, and thus leaders become 
instrumental in developing and establishing organizational goals and 
values.  The importance of effective leadership is not a source of debate, 
but rather understanding those characteristics, traits, or habits of 
individuals becomes central to the ongoing addition to the literature 
and study of the topic.

There are numerous leadership styles and characteristics such 
as transformational/charismatic leadership (style), or honesty 
(characteristics), but none are broad enough to encompass all that 
a leader is seen to be (Brown, Trevino, and Harrison [8]).  Given the 
many ideas of leadership, there is still much debate as to whether 
leaders are born or made.  This type of debate is outside the scope of this 
paper, but it is worth noting the importance and continued discussion 
within the literature regarding this thought.  Further, Judge, Bono, Illies 
and Gerhardt [9] provided evidence that certain leadership traits are 
associated with effective leadership. 

Covey [10] in his work, The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People avoids 
the debate of whether characteristics or traits are inherent in effective 
leaders, rather focusing on habits effective leaders should have or are 
practicing to become effective, remain effective or sustain effectiveness.

Literature Review
This review attempts to compare Covey’s identified seven habits of 

effective leaders to the current literature on leadership related to each of 
the habits highlighting the value of each.  

Covey thus identifies the seven habits of highly effective people as:

Habit 1: Be proactive.

Habit 2: Begin with the end in mind.

Habit 3: Put first things first.

Habit 4: Think win/win.

Habit 5: Seek first to understand, then to be understood.

Habit 6: Synergize.

Habit 7: Sharpen the saw.

Habit 1: Be proactive-principles of personal vision

Covey [10] makes a clear distinction in defining ‘proactivity.’  In 
his use and understanding of the first habit, he is careful to emphasize 
that being proactive is much more than the general understanding 
of an individual taking initiative.  Rather, Covey defines it as taking 
responsibility of one’s own life and is indicative as a behavioral function 
of decisions.  Everyone is given the responsibility as an initiator to make 
things happen.  He goes on to define ‘responsibility’ as being able to 
choose a response to a given situation.  Conceptually, Covey draws a 
very clear line between those who are ‘proactive’ versus those who are 
‘reactive.’  The key difference is proactive people chose how they will 
respond to any given situation or circumstance (effective), whereas 
those who are reactive let circumstances dictate outcomes (ineffective).  
Noting the difference between effective and ineffective leaders, it 
is also important to understand the difference between the two does 
not preclude environmental factors, as both are equally influenced.  
However, effective leaders’ response to those factors outside of their 
control are based on internal values or responses.  Ultimately, Covey 
[10] is emphasizing that as an effective leader practicing proactivity, the 
individual takes charge of his or her own destination.

Stogdill [11] suggests that all leaders inherently display certain 
characteristics of cognitive ability, courage, drive, honesty, integrity, 
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Being able to prioritize based on a Covey’s quadrant means 
delegation of certain tasks to others to ensure effectiveness.  Yukl [28] 
seems to agree, as his research found among others, that participative 
behaviors including delegation of authority, setting expectations of 
performance and facilitation of decision making all are behaviors in 
which leaders display.

Ashley and Patel [29] find leadership who focus on total quality 
or efficiency is a significant factor in determining successful company 
performance.  They further emphasize leaders who focus on 
communication as well as quality produce successful firms.  This is an 
important concept that falls in line with Covey.  The habit of ‘putting 
first things first’ is just another way to define efficiency, as Covey 
emphasizes reducing time wasted on ‘not urgent’ and ‘not important’ 
tasks.  This focus inevitably becomes centered on efficiency or time 
spent on meaningful tasks, which inherently leads to effectiveness.

Several leadership theories also elude to the importance of priority 
as in leader-member exchange theory and servant leadership theory 
[30,31].  While neither theory inherently addresses priority in the way 
that Covey suggests (setting priorities for efficiency), both theories 
share it as a construct in the relationship between leader and follower 
[32].  Additional studies show this increase in prioritization aid in 
departmental success [33].

Habit 4: Think win/win-principles of interpersonal leadership
Given the unique relationship between leader and follower, leaders 

have influence over those who follow them [6].  This influence becomes 
central to Covey’s [10] fourth habit.  Being in a leadership role has many 
advantages and responsibilities.  One of those responsibilities under 
Covey’s habit is under the dichotomy of moving from independence to 
interdependence.  This interdependence of a leader and follower involves 
the idea of an effective interpersonal relationship.  The responsibility 
of the leader then becomes to ‘think win/win.’  Covey emphasizes this 
mentality (or habit) is one of six different decisions encompassing: 
Win/Win, Win/Lose, Lose/Win, Lose/Lose, Win, and Win/Win or No 
Deal.  Covey goes on to argue that Win/Win is a simple frame of mind 
that seeks solutions which are mutually beneficial to all parties involved.  
Decisions or circumstances that preclude the Win/Win solution 
become predicated on an abuse of power or position.  Decisions made 
on principle become central to the success of all parties involved and are 
generally viewed as mutually beneficial.  This idea eliminates the success 
of one at another’s expense.  Rather, it is a method, effective leaders use 
to enhance the capabilities of those surrounding them.

Obviously, there are many skills effective leaders need to be 
successful, but interpersonal skills are extremely important, as 
supported in ethical leadership theory, authentic leadership theory, 
transformational leadership theory, servant leadership theory and 
leader-member exchange theory.  Covey makes it inherently clear that 
in order to think Win/Win, interpersonal skills of a leader are essential.  
Yukl [28] also agrees and concludes interpersonal and conceptual skills 
are inherent traits of an effective leader, as well as technical skills.

In considering a Win/Win scenario as Covey suggests, leaders 
and followers look to exercise a mutually beneficial arrangement.  
Pettigrew [34] coffers an example where leaders should look to 
leverage this mentality when controlling a piece of vital information 
(shared).  Mechanic [35] also supports this concept in suggesting a 
follower utilizing a specialized skill set to solve organizational issues.  
Both examples follow the concept labeled as transactional leadership 
theory, but nonetheless are key components of Covey’s Win/Win 
recommendation in which he emphasizes the importance of seeking a 
mutual benefit.

motivation, and self-confidence.  Lord et al. [1] conclude the same.  
While many of these characteristics are important, and may very well be 
generalized across leaders, Covey focuses on one of these characteristics 
in his first habit of proactivity.  Similarly, the literature supports this 
in Stogdill [11] and Lord et al.’s [1] findings of drive and motivation.  
Extant literature also lends support to this habit [2,12-14] as prominent 
traits of leaders.  These two characteristics or habits as Covey conveys, 
are what defines proactivity, along with the trait of responsibility.  
However, this is only supported in two of the central leadership theories 
(ethical leadership theory and transformational leadership theory).

Habit 2: Begin with the end in mind-principles of personal 
leadership

Covey’s second habit [10] is a visualization exercise where he 
encourages individuals to begin an event at the destination.  His 
thought process includes glancing into the future to understand where 
you want to be before you start the decision or decisions that will 
affect an individual’s path.  This has many beneficial characteristics, as 
beginning at the destination helps the individual grasp the beginning 
point, understand where the individual currently resides in the decision 
process (and understanding surroundings), and gives the individual 
a path to follow, ensuring success throughout each decision point.  
Covey’s argument for this habit resides in the fact that as people 
become busy with normal happenings or unusual circumstances, it is 
often very easy to become distracted with the almost infinite variables 
that could change an individual’s course.  These distractions become 
active actions that mislead and are contrary to interests or intentions of 
the ultimate goal.  This visionary exercise becomes a key determinant 
in accomplishing goals, and an effective measure of success.  As a 
proponent of this principle, the first step in ‘creation’ is to mentally 
grasp the outcome.

As a component of transformational leadership theory, the leader 
and follower share a relationship built on trust [15].  In placing their 
trust in the leader, the subordinate also places a considerable amount 
of confidence in their leader [16]. Bass [17] suggests that charisma, 
individual consideration, inspiration, and intellectual stimulation as 
the four key components of a transformational leader.  This idea of 
inspiration (from the leader to the follower) is realized through the 
ability to relate an idea or end state.  The ability to influence the follower 
through inspiration is predicated through the leader’s visionary prowess 
[17].  Because vision is a key concept of leadership [18-25], leaders are 
thus forced to take an abstract idea in their minds and incorporate those 
ideas to others [26], giving Covey’s second habit legitimacy.  In addition 
to transformational leadership theory, servant leadership theory also 
supports this idea through leader foresight [27].

Habit 3: Put first things first-principles of personal manage-
ment

Covey’s [10] second habit is to first use imagination, then to visualize.  
His third habit is the realization of that imagination.  He stresses 
this habit is responsible for the actual creation of the visualization.  
Building on the two previous habits, Covey emphasizes the individual’s 
propensity to take control, conceptually understand where he/she is 
going, and the third step of actualization revolves around prioritizing 
or managing an individual’s self.  To accomplish goals, Covey suggests 
a systematic way to reduce time with ‘not urgent’ and ‘not important’ 
tasks that inherently present themselves throughout each day or week.  
Prioritizing time spent with ‘urgent’ and ‘important’ tasks each week 
will inevitably free an individual by ‘putting first things first’ which leads 
an individual down the path to effectiveness. 
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Additionally, Haleblian and Finkelstein [36] find (dominant) CEOs 
who restrict information in turbulent environments actually perform 
worse than those who do not.  Their study concludes information flow 
between leader and follower is severely hampered due to the followers’ 
fears of conflicting a dominant leader.  This follows Covey’s thought 
process in suggesting a Win/Win situation (building interpersonal 
channels of communication) leads to a more effective leader.

Tyagi [37] finds employees (in sales) view leadership behavior whose 
ideas are taken into consideration when designing job descriptions and 
performance measures to evaluations are significant.  Employees’ views 
of leadership are significant in the outcome of motivation and better job 
performance.  This idea of motivation to do a better job stems from the 
interpersonal relationship and Win/Win behavior of an effective leader, 
thus support for Covey’s habit. Interpersonal relationships between 
leader and follower are strongly suggested in previous literature [30,38-
43].  While extant charismatic literature generally focuses on a leader 
driven relationship [14,39,44-47]. Howell and Shamir [48] point 
decidedly to a mutually beneficial relationship between leader and 
follower, where the empowered follower influences the leader [49]. This 
all points to the idea of a mutually beneficial relationship where both 
parties are thinking Win/Win.

Habit 5: Seek first to understand, then to be understood-prin-
ciples of empathetic communication

Communication is a key component to all human interaction.  
Covey [10] emphasizes this habit by stressing the importance of not only 
reading and writing, but also of speaking and listening.  All four of these 
components and doing them well are essential to effective leadership.  
Covey is quick to point out that to interact effectively, a leader needs 
to understand technique is not as critical as character, and character 
reveals an individual’s true intentions.  Listening to others becomes 
central to understanding.  Covey defines listening as not merely hearing 
words spoken in order to reply; rather, it is a much deeper definition.  
It is an understanding that listening involves an intent to understand 
the other person.  Covey refers to this type of listening as empathetic 
listening, or a deeper understanding of where the other individual’s 
frame of mind resides.  Problems cannot be solved effectively without 
truly understanding the task at hand, which is conveyed from one 
person to another (listening).  Covey emphasizes the first part of the 
equation is to understand, but the other part of the equation (equally 
important) is to be understood.  Part of this equation is predicated on 
respect (mutual), but it also relies on courage (leader).

Ashley and Patel [29] find quality of management is a significant 
attribute of successful leaders.  In defining quality of management, they 
measure the ability to communicate.  They argue this characteristic is 
essential to relaying vision to the company, as well as a recruitment tool 
used to attract the best talent with which to build teams.

Tyagi [37] finds the degree with which subordinates feel leaders 
recognize and convey their problems and successes to upper level 
management have a significant outcome on performance.  This is a direct 
reflection of two-way communication, and a result of effective leadership 
[21,50-55].  Extant literature attempts to break down communication 
further than just an interpersonal behavior [56- 67], but the idea remains 
the same: communication is an important characteristic of effective 
leadership.  This habit is also a core component in ethical leadership 
theory, authentic leadership theory, transformational leadership theory, 
servant leadership theory, and leader-member exchange theory.

Habit 6: Synergize-principles of creative cooperation

Covey [10] defines synergy as the highest form of the previous 
habits combined.  The elements of personal responsibility (proactivity), 
visualization (begin with the end in mind), personal management 
(first things first), interpersonal interdependence (think win/win), 
and communication (seek first to understand, then to be understood) 
all contribute to the focus of a principle centered, effective leadership 
habit, defined as synergy.  All the previous habits build on each other, 
culminating in an effect where the whole is greater than the summation 
of each of the individual parts.  This habit of effective leaders permeates to 
all facets of life, particularly through communication (open mindedness) 
and business (creativity), whereas the opposite effect of negativity 
reflects itself synergistically through a narrow mindedness reality of 
control or unhealthy dependence (as opposed to interdependence).  
Covey emphasizes the importance of this habit by suggesting a person 
accessing intuition, creativity and visual insight (right brain activity) as 
well as the analytical, logical, and verbal characteristics of the left brain, 
is only working properly when the brain is functioning in its entirety 
(synergy).  He continues that the reality of life is not just logical, nor is 
it only emotional.  It is a combination of the two, or simply, we all live 
in a synergistic reality.

Covey suggests synergy is a combination of the previous habits but 
is culminated in a situation leading to open-mindedness and creativity.  
Bass, Waldman, Avolio, and Bebb [16] suggest this same concept when 
looking at charisma.  They conclude an effective leader stimulates 
the intellect of followers by encouraging them to look at problems 
differently and ‘thinking outside of the box’ (creative mentality).

Previous research emphasizes this idea of creativity and its 
importance in creating and sustaining competitive advantages [68-73].  
Additionally, Covey’s idea of synergy within the context of creativity 
in the workplace is further supported by studies highlighting the 
contributions of employees to their organizations [74-78] and the 
expected leadership that empowers such employees [79-84] Creativity 
is also a core component of the servant and transformational leadership 
theories.

Habit 7: Sharpen the saw-principles of balanced self-renewal

Covey [10] concludes his seven habits of highly effective people by 
eluding to the need of renewal.  However, in typical Covey fashion, it 
is a multi-step process in which several areas of an individual life will 
be impacted: physical, social/emotional, spiritual, and mental.  Each 
area has different characteristics and must be attended to in order 
to enhance the very characteristics which define an individual.  The 
physical dimension seeks to care or renew the body through exercise 
(regularly), nutrition (eating healthy) and effective stress management.  
The social or emotional dimension relates to service (to others), 
empathy (towards others), synergy (with life’s reality), and intrinsic 
security.  The spiritual dimension is an individual understanding of core 
values (value clarification), commitment, study (personal development) 
and meditation (calmness).  The mental dimension is renewal through 
reading, visualizing, planning and writing.  These balanced approaches 
revolve around the previous habits but need continual attention for an 
effective leader to remain ‘sharp.’

While there have been numerous studies done on the idea of 
balance in a working professional’s life [85,86], there has been little 
study on balance within the realm of leadership.  Additional research 
on balance within the employees’ life and work environment cover 
every discipline from economics to sociology [87-102], thus further 
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stressing its importance.  While the outcome of these studies has proven 
inconclusive for effective employee or organizational performance, 
there are other avenues through which balance seemingly permeates to 
better production.

Discussion
This exhaustive review of the literature to find support or lack thereof 

for Covey’s habits found that none of the studies set out to validate the 
holistic set of habits.  Covey makes no reference to outside resources, 
but rather draws on personal knowledge and learning in writing his 
framework. This table compares and annotates the characteristics of 
Stephen R. Covey’s 7 Habits of Highly Effective People with the 5 major 
leadership theories.  The 5 major leadership theories include: Ethical 
Leadership Theory, Authentic Leadership Theory, Transformational 
Leadership Theory, Servant Leadership Theory, and Leader-Member 
Exchange Theory (LMX).  

Table 1 outlays the seven habits Covey expresses as the fundamental 
traits effective people should display, along with whether there is support 
from the five leading leadership theories.  Are these habits central to 
current leadership theory in management?  There is moderate support 
in the literature for most of the habits, but lacking support in habit 
three: Put First Things First (or prioritization).  That is not to suggest 
that setting priorities is not supported in the literature, rather that the 
five leading theories of leadership do not carry that ‘habit’ as a main 
characteristic of the theory.  Both relationship and communication 
habits as Covey suggests are clearly supported in all theories, which 
intuitively are building blocks to effective leadership.

While most of the habits are in some form or fashion associated 
with effective leadership, the leadership literature is very exhaustive 
with different theories and types of leaders, each having unique 
characteristics or tendencies that can be applicable to Covey’s habits.  
All the habits are supported in the leadership literature except for 
the final habit of ‘Sharpening the Saw’ where the concept is physical, 
emotional and spiritual balance.  Ethical leadership theory, authentic 
leadership theory, and transformational leadership theory are loosely 
associated with balance (as indicated in Table 1) but could not be 
conclusively classified as a core component of those theories.  Extant 
leadership literature has not addressed this idea and is severely lacking 
in this area.  However, there is considerable literature in discussing a 
balanced life within the work place.  Further studies have the potential to 
survey leaders and the balance in which they possess within their work 

lives and non-work lives to study what mediators and or moderators 
influence their productivity or effectual leadership.

Conclusion
Covey is very optimistic about the outcome of following the habits in 

becoming an effective individual.  However, subscribing to these habits 
could have a negative impact on management.  Different characteristics 
of proactivity could lead one to be overly aggressive, alienating others.  
Too much time spent on visionary prowess could lead to day-dreaming 
and lacking focus.  Prioritizing the wrong principles could lead others 
and ultimately the organization to disaster.  Too much time spent on 
relationships (building and maintaining) could take away time for other, 
more productive activities.  Communication is assumed to be positive 
or productive, but negative communication is dangerous.  Too much 
creativity lacks vision and focus.  There is no standard for balance, or 
an optimal work/non-work formula.  Individuals, thinking themselves 
balanced, could be spending too much time outside of productive 
activities, leading to unproductive behavior. Covey’s habits are indeed 
helpful in guiding others to be effective.  However, the inherent danger 
is that being effective and leading others carries an ethical responsibility.  
History is littered with examples of leaders who were effective, but 
misguided.  An effective leader with misguided priorities can have 
damaging effects, not only on followers, organizations, cultures or 
countries, but also globally.
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